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Abstract 
The study investigated the influence of cultural practices and social settings on young women’s aspirations for 
schooling.  A survey was conducted on re-entrants and non re-entrants, followed by life histories. Central tendency 
values on personal characteristics, schooling history, family background and home-school environment were 
compared, and variables found to be significant included: working status; class of study at leaving; extra years in 
class/school; reasons for leaving school; socioeconomic status; parents’ marital status; mother’s qualification; 
mother’s occupation; father’s occupation; rural/urban environment and quality of school attended. Findings suggest 
that coming from a low socioeconomic status family and rural environment reduced the women’s chances of re-
entering school. Teacher training programmes should equip teachers with skills on handling children from different 
cultural settings. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Girls’ schooling has received considerable attention internationally (Jomtien [1]; Dakar [2]; UN Millennium General 
Assembly [4]).  In Uganda, in2012, the GER for secondary students was 28.2% of which the male and female GERs 
were 31.2% and 25.4% respectively (Uganda National Commission for UNESCO [5]). The government has through 
the national strategy for Girls’ Education in Uganda put up several measures to enhance girls’ participation in 
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schooling but no significant results have been attained. The purpose of the study was to explore the influence of 
social and cultural settings on young women’s aspirations for re-entering school in Eastern Uganda. It aimed at 
finding out the: extent to which barriers and challenges to women’s re-entry in secondary school were sociocultural; 
different types of social settings and interactions in relationships with schooling aspirations; and the cultural 
resources that are used by different family settings and how they were internalized by the women. 
2. Sociocultural, activity and practice theories 
The sociocultural and Activity Theory (SCAT) advocated by Lev. S. Vygotsky [6] and advanced by Alexei Leont’ev 
and Alexanda Luria is a unified set of concepts which state that human cognition, learning and development are 
processes that are: social and cultural rather than individual phenomena, are mediated, and involve human activities 
(Daniels [7]). These activities exist in relation to the rules, community and division of labour hence: activity system 
(Engestrom [8]); and in given contexts (Cole [9]). 
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice uses the concepts of field, habitus and capital to analyse social relationships. Habitus 
refers to a socially constituted system of ‘durable transposable’ dispositions providing individuals with class-
dependent, predisposed ways of relating to situations.  Field is a structural system of social relations among 
individuals, institutions and groupings (Grenfell and James [10]). Capital is the social product of a field through 
which individuals carry out social intercourse, which functions because of the valuations made by the rules of the 
field. Capital investments may be in form of: recognition and power within the society (symbolic capital), formal 
education (cultural capital); social relationships (social capital); and mercantile (economic capital). 
3. Studying culture and girls’ schooling 
A number of studies using the qualitative and mixed method approaches have examined girls’ social relations in 
their families, schools and societies (Stephens [11]; Bunware [12]; Rose and Tembon [13]; Colclough, Rose and 
Tembon [14]; Muranga [15]). They took culture to be transmitted by members of the society and readily assimilated 
by the girls and analysed how sociocultural factors, such as cultural practices, beliefs and values influence girls’ 
schooling. But as Strauss [16], p 11) argues, “… it is not enough to know what information people are exposed to; 
we also have to study how they internalize that information”. That, is, what are the underlying processes through 
which society influences girls’ aspirations for schooling? In this study, culture is regarded as the product of social 
life and activity [10], where individuals critically appropriate cultural artefacts that they and others produce. 
4. Methodology 
A mixed method approach was used where a survey was conducted on 151 re-entrants and 50 non re-entrants to 
compare and contrast their background characteristics. A multiple case study was then conducted on30 re-entrants 
and non re-entrants and ten of their mothers to examine their life histories. Twenty-seven variables were constructed 
on personal characteristics, schooling history, family background, and home-school environment. Measures of 
central tendency were computed and compared for re-entrants and non re-entrants. Independent chi-square tests 
were performed on the variables to determine their significance on schooling status for the two subgroups. 
5. Presentation and discussion of findings 
Twelve out of the 27 variables were found to be significantly associated with secondary school re-entry as indicated 
in table 1. 
5.1 Personal characteristics 
In previous research, age was cited as one of the factors determining enrolment and persistence in school and it was 
generally found that the older the child, the lower the chances of being enrolled ([14]; Al-Samarrai and Peasgood 
[17]; Rose and Al-Samarrai [18]).  In this study, the mean age at leaving for both re-entrants and non re-entrants was 
16.50 and 16.93 years respectively but this difference was found to be insignificant. The religion of Islam was found 
to negatively influence girls’ enrolment in certain parts of Africa due to parental attitudes towards Western based 
schooling and their preference for religious schools [13]. In this study, although the Muslims outnumbered Catholics 
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and Protestants constituting about a half of the number for both, re-entrants and non re-entrants, this difference was 
insignificant. This could be attributed to the fact that there is an increasing number of Muslim founded/managed 
schools in the Eastern region of Uganda and that parents of Muslim girls no longer regard schooling as a threat. 
Although marriage was found to be an obstacle to girls’ schooling in many of the studies ([13]; [14]; Kwesiga [19]), 
it was not found to be the case for the women in this study who had left school due to pregnancy where their getting 
married had been as a consequence of leaving school. Instead, marriage was found to be associated with re-entering 
school among some of the cases in the study, either through support of the husband, or as a reaction to ill treatment 
from the husband. In this study, about one third of the women were working, and not re-entrants (40%) were more 
likely than re-entrants (13.7%) to be engaged in some kind of work. This is consistent with findings from previous 
studies ([13]; [14]; Bredie and Beeharry [20]). However, other than working for their natal families as was the case 
for children in the studies, the women worked for their own upkeep.  
Table 1. Variables for Secondary School Re-entry and their Significance 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Variable  Label      Significance 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
agecats  categories of respondents’ ages    x 
religon  religion of respondent     x 
marital  marital status of respondent    x 
working  working status of respondent    ** 
worktyp  type of work (for those working)    # 
ageleft  categories of age at leaving school    x 
classout  class of dropping out     ** 
inscyrs  years in school      x 
xyrsisc  number of years relatively extra    *** 
yrsosch  number of years out of school    x 
reason  main reason for dropping out    ** 
motives  main reason for re-entering (for re-entrants)   # 
agrentr  age at re-entry (for re-entrants)    # 
chaleng  major challenge to re-entering    x 
plann  future plans in three years’ time    *** 
socioec  socioeconomic status of respondent’s family   ** 
parlive  parents alive      x 
parmar  marital status of parents     *** 
mo_qual  mother’s qualification     *** 
occ_mot  mother’s occupation     * 
fa_qual  father’s qualification     x 
occ_fat  father’s occupation     ** 
urbanrr  whether respondent lives in urban or rural   *** 
dwellig  where respondent resided during secondary school  x 
sibschl  siblings’ secondary schooling status   x 
stbschs  availability of suitable schools    x 
schqual  perceived quality of schools    *** 
* = Significant (p≤0.05);  ** = Significant (p≤0.01);  *** = Significant (p≤0.001) 
x = Not significant (p>0.05); # = Not tested because it did not cut across the two sub groups 
 
5.2 Schooling history 
Non re-entrants in this study had spent one extra year in a class of study compared to the re-entrants and once they 
left school, girls who stayed relatively longer in school were less likely to return to school. Most (47%) re-entrants 
had left school while in S.3 while one third of non re-entrants had left in S.1. and the lower the class of study at 
leaving school, the less likely one was to go back to schooling. This may be attributed to what the young women 
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feel they had benefited from school and also due to the time they feel they had to invest in school before enrolling 
for a course. Among the reasons for having left school, lack of fees accounted for 38.9% of all the young women’s 
have left school, although the non re-entrants were more affected as 45.0% of them compared to 25.5% of the re-
entrants left due to lack of money for school fees. On the other hand, 35.2% of all the young women had left school 
due to pregnancy and 51.0% of the re-entrants compared to 27.9% of non re-entrants had left for the same reason. 
This suggests that the probability of re-entering school was higher for those who had left due to pregnancy than for 
those who had left due to lack of money, suggesting that problems related to pregnancy or childbearing were easier 
to overcome compared to lack of money. After leaving school, the main challenges to re-entry were found to be: 
childcare for re-entrants and lack of money for fees for the non re-entrants although the difference was not 
statistically significant. Madhavan and Thomas [21] found that in South Africa, the lack of childcare other than 
pregnancy was a major challenge to young women’s continuing with school. When asked about their plans for the 
future, most (52.9%) of the re-entrants mentioned that they intended to achieve a certificate, while 55.8% of the non 
re-entrants hoped to or were already in trading and training. The fact that most re-entrants hoped to acquire higher 
certificates demonstrates how cultural capital, in the form of qualifications may become devalued leading to 
inflation. From the life history interviews, some young women mentioned wanting to acquire ‘more papers’ because 
‘nowadays’ without them one was not assured of a good job.  
5.3 Family background 
More than half (54.9%) of the re-entrants compared to only 27.0% of non re-entrants mentioned both of their parents 
having lived together at the time of the study. Findings from the qualitative section indicate that family wrangles 
were a major hindrance to young women’s continuation with schooling. This was worsened if the girl came from a 
family with a low socioeconomic status. In the study, 60.8% of re-entrants compared to 31.5% of non re-entrants 
came from families of middle and high socioeconomic statuses. These findings confirm those from previous studies 
([17]; [18]; [19]; [20]). Parental education is a source of cultural capital for children. Children from highly educated 
families are more likely to develop a high valuing of schooling than those from less highly educated families. Fifty 
three percent of re-entrants’ mothers compared to 14.4% of the non re-entrants’ had had some secondary schooling. 
This is consistent with most findings in the literature ([17]; [20]). However, fathers’ qualifications did not have any 
significant influence on school. The kind of occupation determines the family income and the children’s field of 
engagement where they are produced by, and expected to reproduce specific forms of working status. For re-entrants 
in this study, 11.8% of their fathers were more likely to be in professional occupations compared to 0.9% of non re-
entrants. Mother’s occupation as peasant was found to be negatively associated with re-entry where 46.8% of non 
re-entrants compared to 33.3% of re-entrants had their mothers as peasants. A study by Kwesiga [19] also found that 
high levels of parental occupation increase girls’ chances of schooling. Although several studies found the presence 
of siblings to increase the probability of a child’s schooling ([13]; [14]; [17]), this was not found to be the case in 
this study. The schooling status of the women’s siblings was a rather mixed one in that a woman could have siblings 
who never completed secondary schooling, those who had completed and others who were still in secondary. 
Findings from the qualitative section reveal that for those women from low socioeconomic status families, their 
chances of completing secondary school were limited if they had siblings in higher classes of secondary schooling 
as priority of paying school fees was given to them. The siblings’ influence however changes if they have 
successfully completed secondary schooling where they become a source of cultural and social capital.  
5.4 Home-school environment 
In this study, 76.6% of non re-entrants compared to 35.3% of re-entrants were residing in rural areas during their 
secondary schooling.  Other studies also found that parents from rural areas may not be in position to afford paying 
school fees for some or all of their children and also, most children in rural areas are required to stay at home or in 
work places so as to raise money for the family ([11]; [14]; [19]; Kirungi, [22]). This study found differences in 
culture between urban and rural settings based on structural organizations that emerged from the different activities 
that these societies engaged in. Coupled with the above is the fact that there is inadequate supply of schools in rural 
areas. In the ‘field’ of schooling where value is placed on grades attained in examinations, joining a reputable 
secondary school for the young women in this study depended on good Primary Leaving Examinations results 
usually from ‘quality’ schools, and their survival in the ‘game’ also depended on their performance at school. 
Almost half (54.9%) of the young women perceived the quality of school to have been poor and 65.8% of non re-
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entrants compared to 31.4% of re-entrants were of this view. Almost two thirds (63.0%) of the non re-entrants had to 
travel long distances or move from home in order to have access to school. Previous literature has also mentioned 
inadequate structures and facilities as discouraging children from schooling ([11]; [14]). Besides providing or 
depriving basic scholastic facilities, schools for women in this study had tacitly created different values for 
schooling in the young women.  
6. Conclusion 
The above analysis suggests that: coming from a low socioeconomic status family in a rural environment and having 
attended a poor school reduced the chances of a woman’s re-entering secondary school. The situation is worsened if 
the woman’s parents were not living together at the time of her schooling and if the mother’s education is low and 
she does not have a substantive source of income. The woman’s chances of going back to school are further reduced 
if she had conceived while at school, left school in low class, and if she was working. The women’s aspirations 
shaped by the social class (through class habitus) that they belonged to, which was in turn shaped by the activities of 
the young women. Besides the traditional roles of parents related to the paying of fees and guiding the child in 
school-related activities, this study found the role of parents to be meditational. They acted as agents of mediation 
by cultivating class habitus among their children, in form of dispositions. 
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